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In July 1999, along with twelve colleagues from the University of New Hampshire (five in the College of Liberal Arts), I was invited to participate in the UNH Blackboard Project, a program that is part of a larger initiative sponsored by a partnership between the UNH Library and UNH Computing and Information Services. The goal of this partnership is to provide technical support to faculty who want to explore Internet technologies and incorporate them into their courses. More specifically, the goal of the UNH Blackboard Project in its initial phase was to prepare a number of Web sites to support courses for the Fall semester of the Academic Year (AY} 1999-2000, usingcourse-managementsoftwarecalled Blackboard (formerly Courselnfo ), produced and marketed by Blackboard lnc. 1 Online education has revolutionized the teaching methods of a good number of educators who use Internet technologies to communicate and collaborate with their students in an educational context. With a program like Blackboard, traditional methods of teaching and learning are supplemented with Webbased components and virtual forms of communication.
In the Fall semester of 1999, a total of sixteen Blackboard courses were taught on the UNH campus, two in the College of Liberal Arts, including Introduction to French Studies (FREN 425), a course I was teaching for the second time in the Department of Languages, Literatures An evaluation of this two-year long experience with on-line teaching and learning with Blackboard may be helpful to colleagues by providing some feedback on the addition of Webbased techniques to different French courses.
Blackboard makes course information, announcements, assignments, tests, and supplementary materials available via thelntemettwenty-fourhoursaday,sevendaysaweek.Italso gives students and teachers access to on-line discussion groups, live chat rooms, file transfer utilities and virtual field trips, all through an easy-to-use Web interface. Instructors do not have to know HTML programming to use Blackboard. The following quote summarizes briefly the II educational advantages that arise when supplementing a course with web-based tools. These include:
• Enhancing student-to-student and faculty-tostudent communication.
• Enabling student-centered teaching approaches.
• Providing 24/7 accessibility to course materials.
• Providing just-in-time methods to assess and evaluate student progress. My first version of Introduction to French Studies was "traditional" in many respects. With an enrollment of over thirty students, it was delivered in a lecture format accompanied by a number of video clips, film excerpts, slide shows and laserdisc presentations. This left very little time for discussion. Throughout the semester, I became increasingly frustrated with not having the technology I needed at my fingertips. We have all experienced the nightmare of failing lamps in slide projectors, jammed videocassettes, orremote controls missing from audiovisual boxes. Time goes so quickly in a classroom setting that any delays or failures in the technology can jeopardize the most carefully organized lesson plan. Needless to say, discussion time is also sacrificed if anything goes wrong during the class. Blackboard provided the help I needed to organize my materials more efficiently for my secondattemptatintroduction to French Studies, scheduled for the Fall semester of 1999. Development Center. The video material was edited and compressed to ensure that it would download easily and efficiently for students through the interface.
The External Links button gives instructors an easy way to create a catalog of resources specifically targeted on the needs ofthecourse.Forexample,inmylntroductiontoFrenchStudies course, folders of US and French newspapers and magazines, museums websites, film reviews, etc. are made available to students, and updated and complemented on a regular basis throughout the semester. In fact, any information on the Internet pertinent to the subject matter of the course can be easily and instantly linked through Blackboard and then discussed during the next class meeting. This represents a definite advantage in a course with a strong cultural component and so focused on "l' actualite" that no textbook is current enough. For my course "France in the European Union," we made our own "virtual textbook" by compiling a series of relevant articles and documents. Students then accessed these materials using the External Links button in their Blackboard course Web sites. At the end of the semester, the course evaluations showed that this kind of active involvement in the selection and preparation of course readings was judged as one of the strongest points of the course.
The simplicity and efficiency of the Blackboard Communication features are another strong point of the Blackboard course sites. Atthebeginningofthesemester, the UNH project administrators, working with the Registrar's office, uploaded the class roster into my Blackboard course page, generating a list of user names and e-mail addresses that is available through the ~ontrol Panel. This process also automatically generates an electronic mailing list. From this list, I can choose to send messages to my entire class, to one or several students in the class, or to students whom I have previously organized into workgroups. Besides its practicality, this feature introduces a unique tool into the student/ teacher relationship that can give this interaction increased meaning and depth. Through electronic communication, the learning and teaching process becomes more interactive and student-centered. e-mail, giving students "a sense of equality." This increased accessibility makes for better student-centered teaching. It also gives students and instructors an easy way to bring closure to topics that have not been exhausted in class, by allowing them to engage in an immediate e-mail exchange that follows up on a given point from exactly where the discussion was left in class. Moreover,students can e-mail their readers' responses before a text is discussed in class, giving the instructor a chance to include some of these comments in a lesson plan, and thus empowering students in their choices of discussion topics. After a unit on any given topic is completed, an e-mail discussion can be initiated by students themselves on the Discussion Board of their Blackboard Web page.
We often experienced this double advantage of on-line discussions in my French 677 course, where I had a relatively small group ofhighlymotivated students eager to go to France for the first time in their lives, or to return there. A wide-open topic such as "France in the European Union" is always evolving andeachstudentmaywanttochooseaspecificfocus. Blackboard not only facilitates an ongoing dialogue between student and educator in and out of the classroom, it also enables students to define their own research according to their personal interests at an early stage in the course through easy access to Internet resources.~ tum, I can respond to each student with a link to any information pertinent to their individual project or topic, thus initiating a dialogue that can help students prepare a better presentation. This exchange can add depth and focus to a wellinformed project, while remaining within the framework of the course objectives.
One of the great pedagogical advantages of a Blackboard course is that it makes available at all times materials that can only be accessed once in a traditional classroom setting. For example, in a unit on issues related to cultural identity, I placed a song by the regional contemporary group Manau and another by the beur singer Khaled under the Course Documents button. The music was presented as an audio clip, while the lyrics were synchronized on the screen. Inmyseminaron French children's literature, a Power Point presentation of 18th-century French paintings helps students reflect upon issues of representations of families in the Ancien Regime. 4 This team has provided support to students and faculty alike, advising on everything from file formats to browser settings-all those little details that can make or break any online initiative. My past year's experience has shown me that support is a crucial issue to consider in making course materials available on-line. 5 Unfortunately, off-campus students, who are often nontraditional students without easy access to highperformance computers or Internet connections, tended to have more difficulty in using Blackboard than traditional students who lived on campus.
On the UNH campus, the technology sometimes getS ahead of the classroom facilities available. Here," super-tech classrooms" (equipped with overhead computer projection and Ethernet lines) must be requested ahead of time by instructors who need to have Internet access in their courses. More of these classrooms become available each semester throughout the campus. They are essential to ensure continuity between individualized work on the Internet and collective work in the classroom.
Despite the indisputably user-friendly nature of Blackboard, the preparation of documents nonetheless requires advance planning and may occasionally be time-consuming. The time required, however, is nothing compared to the hassles of failing audio-visual equipment or of duplicating and distributing photocopied materials in class. We have all faced the dilemma caused by the student who is absent on a particular day when reading materials are handed out in class, and who may never get the text in time for discussion. With a document presented through a Blackboard course page, materials are always available.
Notes
Undeniably, there are increasing demands on the learner's availability,aswellason the educator's time. 6 With a program like Blackboard, the pace of communication is drastically accelerated. The roles of students and instructors shift from more traditional and rigid models to personal and studentcentered interactions. Communication is facilitated, even if, ironically, it is a computer that acts as the facilitator. Without ever aiming to replace the teacher in the classroom, on-line educationcanfreeupprecious time that can be invested in more personalized and focused in-class activities. It can extend the teaching and learning process beyond class time, and, finally, extend the walls of the physical classroom to en~ompass a more global environment. 7. In fact, student evaluations of my first attempt at FREN 425using Blackboard were far from unanimously positive. In particular,students complained of the increased demand on their time outside the classroom. After that initial experience, I learned to dedicate enough time at the beginning of the semester to explain to my students how Blackboard works, and to emphasize that it constitutes an important component of their course that can enable them to enhance their overall performance.
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